This article discusses the research on a social service organisation practising knowledge management in Hong Kong. Discussion on different knowledge sharing activities conducted on different platforms and their interplay illustrates that a good balance between the two knowledge management approaches can better achieve the objectives in this newly developed management.
F o r P e e r R e v i e w 2 Knowledge management can generally be defined as the management of creation, acquisition, analysis, maintenance and dissemination of knowledge in an organisation in order to achieve its goals (Karl, 2004) . Over the last decade, social service organisations have started practising this emerging management area (Pawson et al., 2003; Rubenstein-Montano et al., 2001; Schoech et al., 2001) . However, respective conceptual discussions, such as the different types of social work knowledge to be managed and how they can be managed, have not received much attention until recent years (Gould 2003; Leung, 2007) . In an earlier article, the author argued that the dominant discussions related to knowledge management are not well adapted to social work (Leung, 2007) . A careful examination of exactly how the mainstream perspectives on and strategies of knowledge management may or may not be applied to social service organisations needs to be conducted, before this newly developed area of management can really be of benefit to the profession.
There are two mainstream perspectives in knowledge management: technical and people-oriented. The technical perspective emphasizes capturing, processing, and disseminating an organisation's knowledge through the effective management of its databases and the codification of people's tacit knowledge (Holtshouse, 1998; Teece, 1998) . Information and communication technologies play an essential role in fulfilling these objectives. On the other hand, the primary goal of the people-oriented perspective is to promote people-to-people (and mainly face-to-face) knowledge sharing, usually through the development of a Community of Practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998) . Knowledge sharing is viewed as a social process and is influenced greatly by the socio-cultural factors of an organisation, which determine the success or failure of any knowledge management efforts (von Krogh, 1998; Yang, 2004) . The people- Existing social work literature also reflects these two perspectives on knowledge. The evidence-based school perceives knowledge as a substantive 'product' obtained from logical, scientific, reductionist research (Reid, 2002; Rosen, 2003) . This view is similar to the technical perspective of knowledge management, that knowledge, once created, exists per se, and is independent of the carrier. The other school focuses on social workers' reflective practice (Schön, 1983) and 'knowhow' in terms of knowledge application, instead of merely their 'know-what'. It places a higher value on the "process knowledge" of sound reasoning and judgment (Klein & Bloom, 1995; Sheppard et al., 2000) .
These two epistemological views of knowledge within social work have posed a conceptual challenge for the profession's discussion of knowledge management. By aligning the above-mentioned perspectives, the author suggests a conceptual framework for discussing knowledge management in social work (Leung, 2007:195) .
This framework is then used to analyse a social service organisation (hereafter referred to as the "Agency"), that practises knowledge management in Hong Kong.
While the research findings on the types and processes of knowledge sharing are discussed in another article by the author (Leung, 2009b) , this paper focuses on the interplay of different knowledge sharing platforms, and illustrates that a good balance between technical and people-oriented knowledge management approaches can better achieve the objectives associated with this newly developed area of social services management. recorded, was mainly stored in paper-based formats, which made the circulation of it inconvenient and limited. It was hoped that, through effective knowledge management practices and with the aid of technologies, the Agency could both retain which is based on the author's PhD thesis (Author citation, 2009a) , can download it from http://www.zenozone.idv.hk/phd/. The system integrated the Agency's email system, contact management and event management, as well as its workflow, content and document management. In this system, knowledge artifacts are stored both in centralized repositories and in distributed ones managed by individual service units, CoPs, project teams and individual staff members. Access to the distributed knowledge repositories is regulated by their respective owners. In 2005, over 500 sub-sites were created within the KMS, and more than 5,500 knowledge artifacts were archived. The following sections elaborate how this study was conducted and discuss the interplay among these different knowledge sharing activities and platforms.
Methodology
This study adopted a qualitative interpretative case study design. The contextrich research method is particularly effective in gaining insight into this research area of concern. During the period from September 2005 to May 2006, data were acquired from three sources -archival records of the KMS, interviews with Agency staff and direct observation of selected knowledge sharing activities. Through bi-weekly logins to the KMS, the author recorded all online discussions and every new knowledge artifact uploaded to the KMS. During the nine-month period, 278 discussion messages were posted and 303 knowledge artifacts were uploaded.
Seventeen interviews were also conducted. These included interviews with fifteen social workers, the Knowledge Development Officer and the Training and Development Officer. The two named officers were interviewed because of their special roles and functions related to the Agency's knowledge management initiative, while the fifteen social workers were randomly drawn from service units. Table 1 shows some background information relating to the interviewed social workers. These interviews provided an in-depth understanding of the views of both the frontline practitioners and the administrators. All interviews were transcribed for analysis. Two direct field observations were also carried out and these provided an additional understanding of the organisation's dialectic knowledge-sharing and generating processes. The first observation was a training workshop and the second a sharing session amongst social workers practising a common therapeutic approach.
The field notes were subsequently analysed.
All three types of data were analysed using QSR N6 (the updated version is NVivo 9), a software package for qualitative content analysis. Detailed discussions of the analysis, such as the units of analysis, coding procedures, issues of reliability and validity and ethical concern, etc. can be accessed by referring to the methodology chapter of the author's report mentioned above. As the organisation's email system is integrated into the KMS, most people consider it to be an important channel by which to obtain updated Agency information.
Results

Knowledge sharing using the KMS
All the interviewees said that they would login and check their emails daily or at least once every few days. The email system was also used for the daily transfer of electronic files. that further improvement in document indexing was required, so that more accurate searches could be facilitated.
Occasionally, the retrieval of knowledge artifacts became a starting point for further knowledge sharing. Four interviewees said that when they wanted further details about the subject matter discussed in a downloaded artifact, they would call the recorded sharer for more information. In other words, artifact sharing would sometimes become the first move towards further knowledge sharing in the organisation.
The third major function of the KMS was the provision of a platform for online discussion amongst Agency staff. Everyone was free to join. The 278 messages counted within the data collection period were posted by 76 discussants, or an average of 3.7 messages per discussant. Bearing in mind the total number of employees in the whole organisation (>700), it can be said that the level of participation in the discussion forum was not very high.
Most of the topics discussed on the forum were, in fact, information-seeking and -giving, such as announcements about the staff association, or someone requesting information as to the availability of community resources, with other discussants replying. One discussant had initiated a topic to discuss child welfare policy but received no reply. Further investigation of discussants' participating patterns showed that thirty-five (46%) of them had posted only once, thirty-four (45%) had posted two to six messages and the remaining seven (9%) more than ten.
Moreover, most discussants spent only a short period of time on a particular topic.
Whether or not it had been responded to, the topic was often left unattended and closed in less than a week. It is thus concluded from these observations that the Face-to-face knowledge sharing activities Face-to-face knowledge sharing was a much more important activity in the Agency's passing on of 'process' knowledge. Four kinds of knowledge sharing activities were identified: supervision, unit-based, network-based and organisationwide. Among these, network-based sharing was considered an especially important knowledge management strategy adopted by the Agency and is further discussed in the section on the concept of CoP, below.
Supervision has a long history in social work practice and is also a wellestablished mechanism within the Agency. Supervision is conventionally perceived to fulfil two major functions: an administrative function and an educational and supportive function (Eisikovits & Guttman, 1983; Kadushin & Harkness, 2002; Tsui, 2005) . Knowledge sharing (and the supervisee's learning) is supposed to occur across both functional areas. The administrative functions of supervision were well perceived, as was reflected in the answers of ten interviewees. However, these interviewees had diverse views on the educational and supportive function fulfilled by supervision. Four interviewees considered it to be inadequate, although others had a more neutral attitude. From the interviews, it would seem that supervision, as a conventional sharing and learning activity for social workers, is not performing as well, in this case at least, as it is assumed to be. As Workers I and J revealed, one plausible reason for this is that it is a consequence of the welfare policy changes that took place during the preceding decade in Hong Kong. An ever-increasing work burden and heightened accountability concerns have directed most of the social workers' attention to administrative issues.
Unit-based sharing activities took place within the service units. Common examples were team meetings and retreats, peer group consultations and emergency meetings on crisis handling. Ten of the interviewees welcomed these sharing activities, thinking that fellow practitioners had a common language and mutual understanding of their daily situations, and that this would make their sharing 'down to earth'.
Worker B:
... they know what you come across, they have handled the cases you have ... advise you how to talk to that kind of student ... describing every detail of the 'soft' skills ...
In addition, rapport and emotional support among participants was often observed and appreciated in these sharing sessions.
The third type of face-to-face knowledge sharing was network-based sharing activities (discussed under CoP in the next section). The term 'network' indicates that the participants came from different service units, united around specific working relationships. Two types of such networks were found. An administrative network referred to a group of service units located in the same geographical region. They had common knowledge needs due to the similar community profiles they were facing.
The second type was a functional network which mostly referred to special project teams and practice groups established within the Agency. Staff members from different service units joined together to render or pilot specific kinds of services (e.g.
dealing with children with learning disorders, developing special career guidance projects). Training, work meetings, review sessions, etc. were held and knowledge was generated and shared. The two field observations conducted for this study focused on sharing activities of these kinds.
Interviewees appreciated network-based sharing a great deal. Four treasured the exposure to the wider knowledge base from which colleagues' expertise was drawn (e.g. Worker G). Three appreciated the processes of enacting learning and consolidating experiences through this kind of sharing (e.g. Worker B).
Worker G:
… that sharing (on school crisis handling) is extremely useful, not just the principles, but her own real-life experience ... she told us all the details... most important of all, she's serving in the same district as I am, I know the community and can visualize what it would be like (if I had to face the scenario).
It is important to have practice after training, and talk afterwards ... we'll observe how colleagues conduct the (adventure-based) exercise ... evaluate our performance in meetings, plan for the next sessions ... sharing on practice experience helps a lot also.
The fourth type of face-to-face sharing, organisation-wide knowledge sharing, extended further, beyond networks. Very often, it took the form of activities for Officer. Interviewees generally regarded these activities as an opportunity to be informed about the latest developments and training concerns of the Agency as a whole. However, due to the massive group sizes and wide range of people involved (from all ranks and files), the topics chosen could not meet everyone's needs and concerns.
CoP as a sharing platform
Knowledge sharing in a community of practice (CoP), alternatively expressed as network-based sharing, as discussed above, is one of the most important knowledge management strategies adopted by the Agency. The concept of CoP, first coined by Lave and Wenger (1991) , is often regarded as playing a significant role in knowledge creation and proliferation, and as a strategy has received the most attention in the field of people-oriented knowledge management (Allatta, 2003; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Smith & McKeen, 2003; Wenger et al., 2002) .
In the Agency, CoPs were established through a top-down or a bottom-up process. In the top-down approach, the management chose service areas for strategic development and formed project teams to implement this development. The assigned teams were then responsible for the design of the service, its delivery and for practitioners' learning in their respective areas.
By contrast, the bottom-up creation of CoPs was usually initiated by groups of social workers having common practice concerns. These joined together and alerted the management to their needs. Starting with some small-scale training, the groups would practice what they had learnt and then share the experience. Further requests would be formed for specific areas of concern and people would then join these communities voluntarily and individually.
The follow-on stages of development for both types of CoP were similar.
After the initial training and/or self-learning activities, CoP members continued practicing what they had learnt. Post-practice reviews, or "after-action reviews" (Baird et al., 2000) , were arranged, in which members met to review their experiences, evaluate their successes or failures recognize the lessons learnt and identify areas for improvement. The experiences and learning would also be recorded in meeting minutes or practice notes. The knowledge artifacts thus produced would then be sent back to the Community members to facilitate further practice, review and learning.
In its third stage, the CoP would expand and share its knowledge and experience with other people in the organisation. Project teams might arrange some large-scale sharing sessions for everyone working in the organisation. Individual members of the CoP, on the other hand, would usually adopt a decentralized or distributed approach. They would share the knowledge gained in their respective service units, motivating and inviting interested colleagues to join the practice and the Community. These newly joined practitioners would then be included in the next round of after-action reviews. By these means, CoPs expanded and their knowledge proliferated through different sharing means and channels. Occasionally, the Agency would carry out further formal knowledge consolidation exercises such as conference presentations and/or manual publications, capturing and externalizing their knowledge into the wider professional community. 
Discussion
Roles of the KMS
One objective of the KMS was to turn the Agency into a paperless organisation. The email system, the organisation calendar and the announcement board were embedded in the system. Every member of staff had therefore developed the habit of using the system as an information channel. The dissemination of organisational information had been highly integrated with the Agency's daily operations through the KMS.
In addition to being an information channel, the KMS was also perceived to be important as a knowledge archive. As described above, most interviewees thought that the stored artifacts were useful in supporting their daily practices, although the extent to which this was true might be different for different people. The indexed and searchable databases made the retrieval of knowledge artifacts systematic and reliable.
On the other hand, two other identifiable roles of the KMS were not widely recognized among Agency staff -those of a knowledge gateway and a virtual meeting place. As a knowledge gateway, the KMS can direct system users to further knowledge sources. Alavi and Leidner (1999) term this the "yellow pages" function.
The Agency's KMS can fulfil this function in three ways. The first and simplest way is by leading users to other online knowledge sources through hyperlinks. The second way is through the "Who's who" section, a correspondence list that shows all resource persons in the organisation and their respective expertise. Users can thereby contact the target colleague and talk to that person. The third way is through tracing the source of a shared artifact, talking to the knowledge owner and gaining further However, only two interviewees mentioned these methods as a way of getting more from the system.
The KMS can also be developed as a virtual meeting place. CoP members, for example, can 'meet' and discuss a topic within the discussion forum, or some preparation work can be arranged before an actual face-to-face meeting is held.
Absentees can also retrieve information or be informed about the decisions made.
This usage could particularly benefit project teams consisting of members of service units from different geographical regions. Again, only one or two interviewees recognised this possible use of the KMS for better sharing.
The recommendation section below further discusses how the two roles of the KMS could be better promoted.
Strengths and potential drawbacks of CoPs
As discussed above, CoPs developed within the Agency have been effective in facilitating knowledge sharing. They have played an important role in integrating knowledge management into the organisation's work processes. In particular, they were effective in facilitating the sharing of knowledge-as-process (Leung, 2007) , which denotes knowledge that is socially constructed or re-created among the CoPs' members when they meet and share. Improvised practice skills and valuing processes in social work intervention are some examples of knowledge that cannot easily be shared through an electronic platform. Apart from the face-to-face sessions, CoPs also provide "short cuts" in terms of problem solving for members, as they know clearly who and how to ask. Their common practice context and expertise in respective CoP members do not just work on specific problems. Through the after-action reviews in particular, they analyse commonalities and variations of problems that they come across, locate the patterns, figure out the reasons behind the problems and set standards for future practices. This can lead to "double loop learning" in an organisation (Argyris & Schön, 1996) . These capacities and functions thus make
CoPs the best forums for spreading best practice across an organisation (Wenger & Snyder, 2000) . The Training and Development Officer at the Agency in this study also emphasized this as a very important expectation with regard to the different knowledge networks established in the Agency.
Nevertheless, things can also go wrong in a CoP. In the Agency, the "amnesia" of CoPs was observed. The Knowledge Development Officer admitted that some CoPs had not kept good records of their activities. This tends to impede the accessibility of relevant knowledge to other members and, in turn, to learning within the organisation as a whole. Another drawback is "imperialism", a term used by Wenger et al. (2002) to describe the problems that may occur when a CoP grows and attains status (through knowledge creation or product inventions, for example) in an organisation. Another CoP or individual may then experience the problem of "marginality". One interviewee complained that organisational support was inadequate for the practice group she had joined, as it was not one of the service areas chosen for strategic development. Another interviewee reported having difficulty in joining a different CoP, as the members had created too much technical jargon, 
Recommendations
The above discussion hints that good interplay between the electronic KMS and people-based CoPs will help extend the strengths of one platform and make up for the inadequacy of the other. Through systematic archiving, and the efficient and managed dissemination of knowledge artifacts generated in CoPs, the KMS can help overcome the "amnesia" problem as well as facilitate the appropriate legitimate peripheral participation of non-members. On the other hand, the direct dialogical contacts emphasized in CoP development help create and transfer complex knowledge that cannot be handled easily by the KMS. Furthermore, the interpersonal relationships established in these contacts can also promote people's trust, and motivate them to make better use of the electronic platform.
The above-mentioned interplay was in fact observed in one of the Agency CoPs which worked on a specific therapeutic model. As reported by the Knowledge Development Officer, face-to-face sessions were the dominant sharing platform during the first stage in the development of this practice group, which was similar to what the other CoPs had done. In the next stage, however, the practice group chose to put its recorded artifacts of practice wisdom (i.e. minutes, practice notes, etc., as mentioned in the previous section) onto the KMS and made them available to every member of the Agency. This CoP thus helped to create more a more efficient method of sharing and updating the work of the practice group with a larger audience, as well as managing to document and archive their specific knowledge systematically. The 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 In the third stage, members of this CoP had their experiences further consolidated.
More knowledge artifacts were produced and disseminated, while the therapeutic model was also formally adopted as one of the intervention approaches in some service units (in other words the practice was embedded into organisational structures and systems). In this stage, the KMS continued to play its role in supporting this consolidation and the proliferation of this knowledge.
To enhance further interplay between the platforms, the author has the following suggestions.
Firstly, the KMS' roles as a knowledge gateway and online meeting place should be promoted. To do this, the dynamicity of the KMS should be emphasized and maintained. People are more willing to participate in a website that is vibrant, updated and interactive: this gives participants a sense that they are relating to other people through the website, rather than just getting some electronic materials from a static website. "Momentum" is an essence to be maintained and developed in the online community (Wang & Fesenmaier, 2004) . The Knowledge Development
Officer should further promote different functions of the system, in order to make people feel that they are meeting other people, instead of dealing with a machine or mere online documents.
The characteristics of online discussion should also be taken into consideration.
The current discussion forum is more suitable for time-bound but non-urgent 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 (Tan, 1999) could be considered so that there is a facility to reuse knowledge generated in these discussions.
While the Knowledge Development Officer could potentially exert the above centralised measures to improve the KMS' performance, particularly when the members of the organisation have further developed some common understanding or conventions of how to work with the system, another direction to take could be to introduce some decentralised or personalized strategies in the customization of the KMS. Web 2.0 applications, rapidly developed in the past few years, can play an important role here (Levy, 2009 On the other hand, CoPs should be promoted in both real and virtual spaces.
Good interplay between knowledge platforms can also facilitate better legitimate peripheral participation for a CoP. As discussed above, better use of the KMS for The third suggestion for enhancing the interplay between these two knowledge sharing platforms is to strengthen the collaboration on "knowledge harvesting" (Christie & Sandelands, 2000) between the Knowledge Development Officer and the other system metrics; rather, it should be evaluated according to the impact it has on the quality of services received by clients as a result of knowledge sharing.
Conclusion
Knowledge management is a new management area in social services. From the author's own experiences, many social service administrators have misunderstood this concept, regarding it as a fashionable replacement for the terms 'computer systems' or 'information technology', and are of the belief that to practice knowledge management is nothing more than building the relevant system and asking people to use it. Obviously knowledge management is more than just a computer system, and organisations have to take more than technical care to make a KMS work, and to work well with other knowledge sharing platforms. Schoech et al., 2001; Stauss et al. 2009 ). This study shows that these concerns are in fact interrelated, since the knowledge to be managed within an organisation has, in practice, many facets. While some kinds of knowledge (or parts of knowledge) can be captured as artifacts, and effectively stored and disseminated by a computer system, other kinds/parts can only be adequately shared and learned through people-to-people interaction. Both technical and people-based methods of knowledge sharing should therefore have their own roles and positions within knowledge management practice.
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